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JOUENAL OF LEWIS BIRDSALL HAREIS, 1836-1842^ 

PERSONAL HISTORY FOR MT SONS 

After my return from the west my elder brother and myself 
lived with our Mother Grandfather and Grandmother Birdsall and 
Uncle, Dr. Maurice L. Birdsall, at the old homestead midway be- 
tween Waterloo and Seneca Palls, Seneca Co, on the banks of 
the Seneca Eiver, a beautiful river, where we fished and swam 
during summer and skated during the winter. We attended a 
public school in a littl'e school house near by until I was about 10 
and my brother two years older. When I went to live with my 
uncle Dr. Lewis A. Birdsall who had recently married his cousin 
Mary Jane Lee, they settled in Barrington about 20 miles from 
Penn Yan, the[n] a wilderness. I went to school there a few 
weeks only. When I left there I went to live with D. D. Van 
Alen in Penn Yan who kept a store of general Merchandize, from 
him I went into the P. 0. under Eben Brown, where after a little 
I had full charge of the office, from there I entered the Store of 
Parson Wheeler where I kept books, waited on customers, pur- 
chased wool etc. about this time an old mereh't wishing to sell 
out induced my grand uncle Dr. Joshua Lee (one of the best men 
in the world) to buy him out for Saml B. Kendig, — who had re- 
cently married Jane Lee a cousin — and myself and we ent'd into 
business under the name of Kendig & Harris as large as life. I 
was about 17 or 18 and of course felt very much elevated at see- 
ing my name on a big sign, but I soon found that with the ex- 
travagant notions of my partner and his inattention to business 

"Lewis Birdsall Harris was liorn July 1. 1816, at the home of his 
parents, John R. Harris and Jane Birdsall Harris, on the Seneca River 
near the town of Waterloo, New York. He was less than twenty years 
old when he landed in Texas. After serving for several years as Deputy 
County Clerk, he engaged in several business enterprises in the vicinity 
of Harrisburg and Houston, until 1849, when he, in company with his 
wife, Jennie Wilcox, and a few chosen friends, went overland to Cali- 
fornia. During the gold development and for some years afterward he 
accumulated a fortune. He made his home at first in Sacramento, but 
during the latter years of his life he lived at San Francisco. After the 
death of his first wife, he married Mrs. Amanda C. Dell, and by her had 
his sons — Lewis B. Harris. Jr., and Gordon Bryan Harris. He died on 
June 12, 1893, at San Diego. California, at the home of his son, Lewis. 
He was an honored member of the Society of California Pioneers of 
1849, and the memorial published by this society in his honor is an 
honest tribute to his worth as a man and a citizen. — Adele B. Looscan. 
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that we could not succeed, so before the year was out I prevailed 
on my uncle to let me sell out, which I did and I then went to 
Medina, where I engaged as book-keeper with Mr. Grant, and while 
there began to get tidings of the troubles in Texas and about the 
same time came a request from my G. uncle Dr. Lee for me to 
Come and Settle up the business of Kendig who had failed, as I 
knew he would do. I had fully made up my mind to go to Texas 
and had so told Mr. and Mrs. Grant who tried hard to dissuade 
me. Mr. Grant made me very advantageous offers and Mrs. G. 
held out great inducements in the shape of intervention with two 
very pretty young girls, one her cousin and one her daughter, both 
very wealthy, but I had determined for Texas and took my leave 
and went to Penn Yan and sold off the goods to the best advan- 
tage and while doing this attended the wedding of Charles Lee 
who married Miss Hall. I there met Miss Hall's sisters one of 
whom married Leonard Jerome of N. Y. While waiting for some 
action in the settlement of the K. business I accepted a temporary 
situation in the Supreme Court Clerk's office in Geneva where I 
remained until I got ready to start for Texas. I was under John 
A. Coifin who made me a very liberal offer to continue with him, 
but I had become very impatient at the delay and determined to 
get away as soon as possible. It was already February and I went 
to the old homestead and arranged with a Cousin Charles Cham- 
berlain to take me as far as he dared Venture in a sleigh. We 
started about the first of March, the snow was deep, in some places 
as high as the tops of the fences. I kept a partial journal of my 
journey and will extract from it. 

"Tuesday March 5. [1836]. Started in the P. M. with Charles 
Chamberlain in a cutter took tea at Geneva. Came to Penn Yan 
remained all night had a pleasant talk with John L. Lewis, took 
breakfast at Uncle Josuah Lee's, bid them all good bye came as 
far as Stewkey where we saw D. D. Van Allen and Riley, then 
proceeded to Erwin and rem'd all night at Mr. Corbiu's, after 
breakft came on to uncle James Birdsall in Addison Steuben Co. 
Saw Uncle Jim and Aunt — and one of the j)rettiest girls I had 
seen in many a day, they appeared very glad to see me and were 
very urgent for us to stay all night with them. They were all 
very pressing for me to have Sister Mary to come out there and 
remain with them a time and Sarah said if she was sure she would 
come back with her she would go after her, Sarah played several 
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tunes on the piano for us and we were both very much pleased, 
to say the least. We left Uncle James's after dinner and went as 
far as Mr. Kilburn's at Lawrenceville Pa, that evening (this was 
the first time I had left my native State since I was grown and 
when I crossed the line into Pa, my emotions were peculiar. I 
was leaving to go to a far distant and unknown land on a doubt- 
ful and dangerous mission, it would doubtless be a very long 
time before I ever returned if ever, leaving many whom I held 
most dear a brother and sister and many other relatives and 
friends perhaps for ever and going to strange lands infested with 
danger on every side). They were very hospitable and kind at 
Mr. Kilburns where we rem'd all night, in the morning we left 
and Charles L. Kilburn accompanied us and came as far as Bloss- 
burg near the Coal Mines, the prospect of the snow soon melting 
off prevented my friend and cousin Chas. C. from going further 
he and Chas. K. turned back and left me to pursue my journey 
alone. I bid good bye to Chas. C. with sincere regret he placed 
a $100 bill in my hands for the purchase of village lots in Texas, 
but I knew he gave it fearing my slender purse might fail. 

Saturday March 9. I arrived at Williams Port by stage about 
2 P. M. I passed thro. Lawrenceville, Wellsboro, Mansfield, Cov- 
ington etc. all small places the largest being Lawrenceville and 
Wms. Port, the only meeting houses I saw were at Lawrenceville and 
Wms. Port, at Mansfield we called on a Mr. Wm. Mann who wished 
me to write to him at Blossburg. I was joined in the Stage here 
by Mr. Benjamin Wood from Bath who was very kind and took 
quite an interest in my affairs, business compelled him to stop at 
the Block House, but he said he hoped to join me at Pittsburgh. 
Prom Williams Port I wrote to Aunt Eliza Van Tuyl in answer 
to one I rec'd from her just before leaving expressing great 
anxiety to see me at Batavia before I left. I passed down "Trout 
Eun" which is hemmed in on each side by stupendous mountains 
and the scenery very romantic, the view was magnificent and 
of course would be much finer at any other season of the year. 
I certainly would enjoy it more in a milder climate. 

At Williams port met a Mrs. Harris who asked to be intro- 
duced to me as she believed we were related. We had a very 
pleasant conversation altho we did [not?] discover our relation- 
ship, a Miss Hall a very pretty girl came in and we had a very 
enjoyable time and helped to pass away the evening. 
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Monday [March] 14. Left Williamsport at 9 A. M. in Com- 
pany with a Mr. Wilson a very fine intelligent old gentleman who 
was on his way to Portsmouth Ohio. We started out in a very 
handsome Comfortable pleasure sleigh nicely rigged up, passed 
through Newberry, Jersey Shore to Bellefonte. found a very 
handsome country Our road lay through handsome Valleys, came 
up the West Branch Canal, to Lock Port and Lockhaven also 
passed a number of excavations for mining Iron Ore about 3 or 4 
miles before entering Bellefonte. Very good bridges and toler- 
able bam houses rather devoid of taste both with regard to struc- 
ture and architecture. I saw one situation I liked very much, 
large house with two wings but when we came to the further winn^ 
I found the front part hung with saddles harness etc. Some of 
the scenery between Williamsport and Bellefonte is beautiful, but 
the most beautiful is the river as it winds its way down the Valley 
the banks frequently very high and abrupt and looking as tho' 
the river (the West Branch of the Susquehannah) had cut its way 
through the level valley leaving some very handsome islands of 
300 or 400 acres. Below Lockport is a dam making a fall of from 
6 to 8 feet which is unimproved and presents great advantages for 
Manufacturing and Milling. The bridges, Locks and acqueducts 
on this Canal are certainly far superior to those on the Erie in 
point of workmanship and material. The acqueducts and Locks 
are of squared stone dressed very handsomely. I pass'd many trib- 
utaries to the Branch — Bellefonte is a small town consisting of 
one tolerably good street running within 15 degrees of N and S 
one st. running from the main st. nearly west about the same size 
the balance are principally small in no order, buildings are mostly 
of stone, little taste, two large brick blocks painted red and pen- 
cilled — look very well; it is 52 miles from WilHanisport. 

Tuesday [March] 15th. Left at 8 A. M. in a miserable old sled, 
wet cushions poor rigging altogether a great contrast to our last 
outfit and we rather disgusted passed through a very pretty Coun- 
try for a short distance when it Commenced to be rough Stony 
and hilly abounding in Iron ore. We passed by a number of fur- 
naces and forges also many teams hauling ore. When we got 
about half our days travel we exchanged our old sled for an old 
covered Dearborn wagon so small we could scarcely get our bag- 
gage in then I was uproarious ; I wished the old Dearborn and 
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proprietor in . We arrived at a place called Water Street 

about 7 o'clock, a small place of about a dozen houses in sight of 
the Juniata River and 94 miles from Williams Port and 112 miles 
from Pittsburgh. 

We were here informed that the places had been taken in Bal- 
timore a long time ahead in the stages and that we would prob- 
ably not get a chance to go on for 3 or 4 days. 

Wednesday [March] 16th Waited all day very impatiently but 
the stages all full, amused myself listening to the conversation of 
the frequenters of the tavern, some party men were discussing the 
late appointments it appears that some Ritner men assisted dur- 
ing the last election with a view of getting offices and were dis- 
appointed, a Jackson man is laughing at them. Got into the good 
graces of the stage driver who was going to drive tomorrow's stage 
from here and by bribing him — Penna a great state for bribery — 
he agreed if possible to take me on with him. 

Thursday [March] 17th. Stage arrived and one vacant place 
inside Mr. Wilson took that and I got up with the new driver who 
had Smuggled my trunk aboard, after going a few miles the in- 
side passengers discovered that the driver had a passenger with 
him which the law did not allow, and as the roads were bad they 
made a row. I told them I was going through if the stage did. 
They quieted down after a while, and when we stopped Mr. Wilson 
told me the reason. He said they were mostly young merchants 
returning to Pittsburgh and he told them that I was going to 
Texas to fight the Mexicans and was determined not to be de- 
tained and that he thought from what he had seen of me that it 
would be very unhealthy for any of them if they interfered and 
undertook to get me off the stage. We passed through Hollidays- 
burg, quite a large place about 1200 inhabitants — and a few smaller 
places, it was 3 o'clock when we passed the summit of the AUe- 
ghanies, it was quite warm and pleasant, from here the waters 
part, some flowing into the Chesapeake and some into the Gulf of 
Mexico, the view was quite charming. We had a pretty rough 
time in passing down Laurel Hill and Chesnut Ridge, the road 
was covered with ice, and altho the driver put log chains around 
the wheels — after locking them — so that the chains would cut into 
the ice — ^he would have to whip up his horses and go at a brisk 
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pace to keep the stage from sliding around ahead of his horses. 
We travelled all night. 

Friday [March] 18th. Ground frozen and roads very bad, pas- 
sengers all quiet tho' and disposed to be friendly, one offered to 
exchange places with me and let me go inside but I thanked him 
and declined — ice and snow disappeared during the day leaving 
the roads very much cut up and muddy, and we got along very 
slow. Passed through rather a rough and poor country until 10 
or 12 Miles of Pittsburgh when the country began to get better, 
a beautiful view of the surrounding country when within about 8 
miles of Pittsburg as the road winds around among the hills. 
When near the city we found the roads crouded with big teams. 
At last we came in sight of one dark mass of black smoke which 
I soon distinguished as the city by the few steeples and buildings 
[which] could be seen through the smoke. We put up at the 
Exchange a very extensive house but they don't set a verj' good 
table. Pittsburgh is a very important and enterprizing city hav- 
ing a large number of Iron foundries and Cotton and other fac- 
tories and general business and is a point at which most passen- 
gers from the East take steamers f.or down the Eiver. It is very 
disagreeable on account of the great quantities of bituminous coal 
used there. The buildings are all black from smoke as well as 
everything else. Went through the markets which are good, 
every body men women and children vieing with each other try- 
ing to sell their own. Did not have time to visit the manufac- 
tures as two boats start in the morning. 

Saturday [March 19]. took passage in the steamboat Dayton 
bound for St. Louis, at 11 A. M. passed the Washington while 
wooding which after we had stopped to land a passenger came in 
sight again, when we had a long and exciting race. All the pas- 
sengers taking as much interest as tho' they had money up, but 
at last she passed us; it was somewhat dangerous running at full 
speed as the river was full of ice. We waited a[t] Beaver 2-J 
hours for a pilot, when we started on again. ■ We overtook and 
passed the Washington during the night, she having laid up at 
Wheeling. 

Sunday [March 20] passed Marietta a very pretty place near 
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the mouth of the Muskingden river also a number of smaller places. 
Stopped at Maysville, Ky. a very pretty place indeed, has a very 
pretty market lying along the river. Saw some very pretty loca- 
tions on the river above and below, some low houses built large 
on the ground and surrounded by evergreen trees the handsomest 
place I have seen since leaving N. Y. and more taste displayed. 
There is also a small village opposite in Ohio. Ripley, Ohio, and 
Augusta, Ky. both quite pretty places. So far we had pleasant 
weather and smooth travelling but to-day the wind commenced 
to blow strongly up the river and snow commenced falling. The 
waves raised by the wind got so high that two Steam Boats made 
for the Shore. The sight was beautiful as we pushed our way 
through the waves below and the snow above. We came in sight 
of Cincinnatti or the suburbs about 4 o'clock. I had an excellent 
chance to see the city and have been all over it; it is truly a beau- 
tiful city. The streets are laid off parallel and at right angles 
mostly, and are in very good order generally paved and clean. I 
saw no very elegant buildings in the city but some very pleasant 
situations. The hotels are built like stores and it is difficult to 
find them. A great many Steam Boats were lying at the landing 
which slopes gently up from the water. The steamer Henry Clay 
was the largest steam-boat there. 

Opposite Cincinnati are two very pretty villages New Port and 
Covington both appeared flourishing the Licking river divides 
them. There are some beautiful locations on both sides of the 
river. Shortly after leaving we saw the Genl Pike coming after 
us. She came booming along clothed in a robe of white steam 
and looked and moved "like a thing of life,["] We had another 
race, as we had to stop and "wood up" she passed us. We arrived 
in Louisville, Ky. in the morning before day. I was surprised to 
find so much of a city, large numbers of steam boats at the landing 
bound for up and down the river, in the morning it was a busy 
sight the street along the river front being thronged with carriages, 
cars, drays, men, women, negroes and whites all running hither 
and yon each on their own particular business, some carrying 
trunks and parcels others loading and unloading freight some 
peddling and all presenting a busy scene. The wharf was lined 
with Steam Boats. I took a short stroll through the place saw no 
very handsome buildings, everything is rather pl'ain and busi- 
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ness like and looked busier than Cincinti but is not as pleasant 
to the eye, everything is dearer here than at Cincinnatti. I was 
sorry I did not have time to visit the locks as I was told they 
were very fine pieces of work. We left at 9 o'clock on the Steamer 
Baltic a large boat having 8 boilers — the Dayton which we left 
had only 2. We passed over the falls, it was quite exciting altho' 
if one did not know the danger one would hardly notice the dif- 
ference as it was high water, the waters appeared to come together 
in a ridge in the center of the stream, but I could see by the 
anxiety of the Captain and Pilots and the perfect stillness that 
the least miss movement would be dangerous. We stopped at vari- 
ous places taking in tobacco etc. passed some handsome planta- 
tions most of them liable to overflow, passed mouth of Wabash 
river and Island, Shawneetown. Just as we came in sight of Co- 
lumbus a fire broke out on the hurricane deck. I happened to 
be there. (I was always on the highest places where I could get 
a good view) the fire broke out under a coop of fowls another man 
and myself endeavored to turn the coop over but could not the 
fire rushed up 6 or 8 feet high and not knowing where it had orig- 
inated there was great excitement. I gave the first alarm and 
remained working on deck until they got up the hands with a 
line of buckets when I went below and got my trunks where I 
could get hold of them handily and then went back again, the fire 
was soon got under control, but such a hubbub as there was by 
the time I got down again I never saw before, women and men 
running some screaming some hauling their trunks and placing 
[them] on the guards ready to throw over board while others were 
gathering their children together, and there was reason for 
alarm, we were three miles from shore and if the fire had not 
been discovered as it was it might have proved a serious matter 
as the wind was blowing quite hard. 

We stopped at a place to wood and I went quite a distance into 
Indiana, and I could hardly realize that I was walking in that 
State in so short a time. We soon afterwards stopped at a small 
place in Kentucky, McCracken Co., to take on tobacco several 
of us went ashore and took a hunt and tramp around for several 
hours. I found a gentleman on board from Louisville, Ky. he 
had about a dozen slaves that he was taking to his father in Ten- 
nessee and from there he said he was going to Texas and would 
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try and join me and we would go together. This would be pleas- 
ant, as I sometimes realize what an undertaking it is for me a 
mere boy entirely alone, unacquainted with what is before me. 

We lay up at a small place called Paducah on Kentucky side 
at the mouth of the Tennessee river, remained all day taking in 
tobacco. Nothing very interesting to be seen. Passed the mouth 
of tlie Ohio into the grand Mississippi in the night. Saw New 
Madrid, where I had lived a short time when I was a child, and 
where the great earthquake sunk a large portion of the place and 
where it is said large cracks can still be seen. I saw two or three 
where the water was low. A small island opposite New Madrid 
was sunk. 

Stopped at a small place on the Arkansas side and took a stroll 
on Arkansas soil as I make it a point to take a walk in every state 
we pass. 

We arrived at Memphis in the night. We lay up at a store boat 
and I went ashore and went up on the hill but could see very little 
of the town. We next stopped at Vicksburg which is a lively 
thriving place built on the side of the hill on very rough ground. 
Natchez is a beautiful place built on the bluff which is very high, 
the road runs along the side of the bank and is built up with tim- 
bers 40 ft. it was raining and muddy and I had not time to go 
through the place but saw some part of it, the buildings are in 
good taste. Baton Rouge is in a beautiful situation, the build- 
ings are principally small and in French Style. Fort Jackson 
constitutes the principal beauty of the place, it is certainly a 
splendid place the buildings are long and built of brick with por- 
ticos in front surrounded by trees. Saw a number of soldiers 
who appeared very contented. Donnelsonville a small place where 
we were detained all night by the fog. Came in sight of the ship- 
ping of New Orleans. The sight was truly grand, it appeared like 
a dry pine forrest as first seen and then a bend of the river hid 
them from sight until another bend brought the city into full 
view. We arrived here March 31 [1836]. 

(Continued.) 



